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EXCERPTS OF LETTERS FROM A 
FULBRIGHT PROFESSOR IN GHANA 
(1987-1988) 
Faite R-P. Mack 
You can imagine me all alone and trying to negotiate through Accra airport. 
Because my name had been misspelled, the embassy staff had assumed I was not 
coming and did not meet me at the airport. Instead I was greeted by some shady 
characters posing as official airport personnel. They told me that they could get my 
baggage to the front of the line and me through customs without trouble if I paid them 
$20 as "dash." As soon as I paid them, they disappeared. Fortunately, I still had the 
bulk of my money, all of my luggage, and my passport-worth $1,000 in the black 
market. 1 learned later that I was doubly fortunate in not having my cosmetics, 
research dolls, tape recorder or tapes confiscated by the customs officers as part of 
their "dash." 
Outside the airport, I was mobbed by people wanting to carry my bags to the taxi. 
One of them who actually had a taxi drove me for $29 (generally a $3 ride) to what 
was supposed to be the best hotel in town, the International: it was no more than a 
flophouse. 
As soon as 1 could, I called the U.S. Embassy, and Mrs. Brooks Robinson, the 
Cultural Affairs Officer, invited me to stay at her house, a small mansion within a 
walled enclosure. Living with her are two guards, an attack dog, a cook, a gardener, 
and a steward. All of the Embassy staff members lead very grand lives, in that, since 
Ghana is considered to be an "extra hardship" assignment, the government provides 
them with an additional 25% bonus. The distribution of wealth in Ghana is very 
topheavy; those who live at the top live better than most American millionaires. 
Accra, as the capital city of Ghana, has a very high density population. It is also 
very hot and humid (temperature is often above a hundred, and humidity about 
99%), so most people live outside and crowd the streets; I am reminded of bei~g 
outside Soldier Field in the aftermath of a Chicago Bears game. The outdoor ctty 
market covers nearly two square miles with stalls, open sewers, and narrow 
pathways; the smells, colors, action, noise and congestion are intense. However, 
despite some petty corruption, it seems relatively safe for a foreigner to be on the 
streets. The people are friendly and helpful, but they won't let me take their pictures; 
the camera makes them feel threatened, and even if it didn't, the single-party 
government labels any American photographer as a member of the C.I.A., and the 
police/soldiers are everywhere on the streets. Right now, thing~ are very _tense 
because the "leader" of Burkina Faso, the next country over, was JUSt assassmated 
in a coup, and a new government was established. 
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T h e  f e w  p a v e d  r o a d s ,  e v e n  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  e x p r e s s w a y s ,  h a v e  o n l y  t w o  l a n e s  a n d  
a r e  f u l l  o f  p o t h o l e s .  T h e r e  a r e  n o  s p e e d  l i m i t s ,  a n d  t h e r e  a r e  a  l o t  o f  a c c i d e n t s .  O n  
t h e  w a y  t o  a n  E m b a s s y  p a r t y ,  B r o o k s  R o b i n s o n  a n d  I  c a m e  a c r o s s  t h e  b o d y  o f  a n  
o l d  w o m a n  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  a n  e x p r e s s w a y .  S i n c e  t h e  t r a f f i c  w a s  b a r e l y  m i s s i n g  h e r ,  
w e  s t o p p e d  t o  d i r e c t  i t  a r o u n d  h e r .  T h e  w o m a n  h a d  l a c e r a t i o n s  o n  h e r  f a c e  a n d  a  
m a j o r  b r e a k  o f  h e r  l o w e r  l e f t  l e g .  S h e  w a s  u n c o n s c i o u s ,  b u t  s t i l l  w a r m ,  a n d ,  w h e n  w e  
l i f t e d  h e r  i n t o  a n  A r m y  t r u c k  w h i c h  c a m e  a l o n g ,  h e r  i n j u r e d  l e g  f e l l  o f f .  
•  •  •  
I t  t o o k  t h r e e  h o u r s ,  w i t h  t w o  p o l i c e  c h e c k p o i n t s ,  f o r  t h e  d r i v e  f r o m  A c c r a  t o  C a p e  
C o a s t .  T h e  g o v e r n m e n t  h a s  i s s u e d  a  s t a t e  o f  e m e r g e n c y  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  c o u p  i n  
B u r k i n a  F a s o .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  A m e r i c a n  A m b a s s a d o r  h a s  w a r n e d  o f  p o s s s i b l e  
t r o u b l e  w i t h  I r a n .  I  h a v e  n o t  y e t  b e e n  a b l e  t o  u n p a c k  m y  s h o r t w a v e  r a d i o ,  w h i c h  m a y  
n o t  e v e n  w o r k  u n l e s s  I  c a n  a d a p t  i t  t o  t h e  e l e c t r i c i t y  h e r e ,  s o  I  h a v e  n o  r e a l  i d e a  o f  
w h a t  i s  h a p p e n i n g  i n  t h e  w o r l d  a r o u n d  u s .  C a p e  C o a s t  h a s  n e i t h e r  r a d i o  n o r  
t e l e v i s i o n ,  s o  m y  s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o r l d  w i l l  h a v e  t o  b e  t e m p e r e d  b y  t h e  r i s e  a n d  f a l l  o f  
t h e  s u n  .  
C a p e  C o a s t  i s  b e s t  d e s c r i b e d  a s  a  r u s t i c  f i s h i n g  v i l l a g e  o f  a b o u t  5 0 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e .  I t  
i s  d o c u m e n t e d  t h a t  C o l u m b u s ,  D r a k e ,  a n d  M a g e l l e n  s t o p p e d  h e r e  t o  o b t a i n  
d i r e c t i o n s  t o  t h e  n e w  w o r l d  f r o m  t h e  l o c a l  f i s h e r m e n .  F i s h i n g  i s  d o n e  i n  s i n g l e - t r u n k ,  
d u g - o u t  b o a t s  b e t w e e n  2 : 0 0  a n d  4 : 0 0  a . m .  T h e  d o c k s  a t t r a c t  m i l l i n g  c r o w d s  o f  
b e a u t i f u l  p e o p l e  i n  a l l  m o d e s  o f  r a i n b o w  d r e s s ,  b o t h  A f r i c a n  a n d  W e s t e r n ,  t h o u g h  
s o m e  w e a r  r a g s  a n d  o t h e r s  n o t h i n g  a t  a l l .  O n  t h e  p r o m i n e n t  h i l l s  a r e  t h r e e  E u r o p e a n  
c a s t l e - f o r t s ,  w h i c h  w e r e  c o n s t r u c t e d  i n  t h e  1 4 0 0 s ;  t h e i r  c o n d i t i o n  i s  s t i l l  e x c e l l e n t .  
C a p e  C o a s t  w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  m a j o r  t r a d i n g  a n d  s l a v e  p o r t s  i n  A f r i c a ;  t h r o u g h  i t  p a s s e d  
t h o u s a n d s  o f  p e o p l e  b o u n d  f o r  s l a v e r y  i n  E u r o p e ,  A m e r i c a ,  a n d  A s i a .  S o m e  l o c a l s  
s t i l l  h a v e  D u t c h  a n d  P o r t u g u e s e  n a m e s ,  b u t  m o s t  o f  t h e  g e n e t i c  t r a c e s  o f  E u r o p e a n  
i n b r e e d i n g  h a v e  v a n i s h e d .  
I  a m  p r e s e n t l y  s t a y i n g  a t  o n e  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  E m b a s s y  r e s i d e n c e  m a n s i o n s  u n t i l  
m y  h o u s e  i s  r e a d y ;  t w e n t y - f i v e  w o r k m e n  a r e  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  b u i l d i n g  i t .  I t  w i l l  h a v e  
a  l i v i n g  r o o m ,  a  d i n i n g  r o o m ,  a  k i t c h e n ,  t h r e e  b e d r o o m s ,  a n  o f f i c e ,  a  v e r a n d a h ,  a n d  a  
t h r e e - r o o m  a p a r t m e n t  f o r  m y  m a n s e r v a n t .  A  F u l b r i g h t  F u l l  P r o f e s s o r  i s  g i v e n  
a c c o m m o d a t i o n s  t h a t  r e f l e c t  w h a t  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  t o  b e ,  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  a  v e r y  h i g h  
s t a t u s .  I  a m  a l s o  g i v e n  a  c a r  a n d  d r i v e r .  I  h i r e d  a  m a i d ,  b u t  a p p a r e n t l y  s h e  i s  n o t  
a c c e p t a b l e ,  b e c a u s e  s h e  b e l o n g s  t o  a  t r i b e  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h a t  o f  m y  h e a d - s t e w a r d ,  
J a m e s ,  a n d ,  b e s i d e s ,  h e  w a n t s  m e  t o  h i r e  h i s  s o n  a s  m y  h o u s e b o y .  J a m e s  k n o w s  
h o w  e v e r y t h i n g  w o r k s  h e r e  a n d  h o w  t o  g e t  t h i n g s  d o n e ,  s o  i t  w o u l d  n o t  b e  w i s e  t o  
a l i e n a t e  h i m .  I  h a d  t o  s e n d  t h e  m a i d  a w a y  w i t h  a  f e w  t h o u s a n d  c e d i s ,  a b o u t  $ 2 0 ,  t o  
a p p e a s e  b o t h  o f  t h e m .  
T h e  e x t e n s i o n  c a m p u s  o f  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C a p e  C o a s t  h a s  a s  m a n y  b u i l d i n g s  a s  
d o e s  M i c h i g a n  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  b u t  a  s t u d e n t  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  o n l y  1 , 5 0 0 .  T h e  
U n i v e r s i t y  h a s  6 0 0  f a c u l t y  a n d  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  a n d  7 , 0 0 0  m a i d s ,  s t e w a r d s ,  a n d  
s e r v i c e  s t a f f .  I t  i s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  w e l l - d e v e l o p e d  i n i t i a l  p l a n s  b u t  t h e  l a c k  o f  r e s o u r c e s  
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to maintain or develop these intentions. It is located on breathtaking bluffs which 
overlook the Gulf of Guinea, and its palm-lined beach is one of the borders of the 
campus. Classes are supposed to start on November 9, and I have been assigned 
graduate courses in psychology and special education and the directorship of the 
Child Development and Diagnostic Center. However, the administration will close the 
campus if there is a reoccurrence of student riots. I have noted police with machine 
guns on the campus. 
Like the country itself, the univerisity is very male-dominated. All of the professors 
and most of the departmental secretaries and clerks are men. Women lead very 
limited and defined lives. Polygamy is still legal: a man can have as many wives as 
he can afford. 
The Reverend Doctor Brockman, head of my department, is an African priest who 
received his Ph.D. in Vienna. His specialty is Educational Psychology, and besides 
being the parish priest, he is also Dean of Students. Cape Coast is a secular 
university, but Ghana allows an unusual amount of religious tolerance and 
cooperation. Missionaries seem to be a major industry here. Cape Coast is the 
founding place of the Catholic Church in Ghana and has its own bishop. Dr. 
Brockman has been a visiting professor at Notre Dame and would be a premier 
exchange professor at Grand Valley. 
The Embassy Health Practitioner has warned us about schistosomiasis, a fluke 
disease which results in middle-sized worms invading the skin after one swims in 
fresh water, regardless of how clean it may appear. The Guinea worm, a larger 
worm, about thirty inches, is present in both fresh and salt water and also can invade 
the skin. Cobras and scorpions abound on the campus, so we are very careful to 
inspect our shoes and bedsheets. Most animals have not been protected from 
rabies, so I am grateful to the Michigan Department of Health in Lansing for my 
rabies-prevention shots. I must also take my malaria-prevention pills on a religious 
schedule. I would kill for a hot shower and a toilet that will flush. I'm still eating the 
American food that I had shipped; when I run out, I will have to chance the wages of 
illness by starting on the local foods-fufu, yams, rice balls, and goat chitterlings. 
During the last five years, pork has been available to the locals, and it is a big hit; the 
fatter the better. Strangely, few people here eat fish. 
I doubt that I will be leaving the country for vacations because of the difficulty of 
getting multiple reentry visas. Permission must be obtained for all travel. Don't try to 
visit here. Moreover, don't send me any gifts unless you want to assist the economy 
of the postal employees. I even have trouble obtaining a resident's visa. To apply 
means that I have to submit my passport, all photographs, copies of my Fulbright 
contract, and a letter from the vice-chancellor of the University. I also have to submit 
all these documents to establish a bank account, which I have to do, since American 
money can be used only in the black market, and doing that can result in execution 
by the government. I have to convert to Ghanian cedis, which have an exchange rate 
of 170 to the dollar. 
Ghana is a multi-lingual society. English is the language of education, business, 
and government, but each of its fourteen major tribes has its own language, which is 
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s p o k e n  i n  t h e  m a r k e t s  a n d  o t h e r w i s e  i n  d a i l y  l i f e .  M o s t  p e o p l e  b e l o n g  t o  a  t r i b e ,  a n d  
t h e i r  f a c i a l  m a r k i n g s  i n d i c a t e  w h i c h  t r i b e .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  m y  h o u s e b o y  i s  f r o m  t h e  
N o r t h ,  t h e  V o l t a  r e g i o n ,  w h o s e  t r i b e  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  t o  b e  i n  t h e  b u s h .  M o s a i c - l i k e  
m a r k i n g s  c o v e r  h i s  w h o l e  f a c e .  A  l o c a l  S o u t h e r n  t r i b e  m e m b e r  h a s  o n l y  a  l a r g e  s l a s h  
o n  t h e  r i g h t  s i d e  o f  t h e  f a c e .  P e o p l e  i d e n t i f y  t h e m s e l v e s  f i r s t  t r i b a l l y  a n d  o n l y  
a f t e r w a r d s  a s  G h a n i a n .  I  a m  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  a n  " A n g l o - A f r o - A m e r i c a n . "  T h e  l o c a l s  f i n d  i t  
h u m o r o u s  t h a t  a n  A f r o - A m e r i c a n  w a n t s  t o  t r a c e  h i s  r o o t s  w h e n  h e  c a n n o t  e s t a b l i s h  
a n y  t r i b a l  c o n n e c t i o n s .  
T h e  m a j e s t y  o f  A f r i c a  c a n n o t  b e  p r e s e n t e d  b y  w o r d s  o r  p i c t u r e s .  A m e r i c a n s  l i v e  i n  
a  s t e r i l e  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  l a c k s  s m e l l ,  m a i m i n g  d i s e a s e s ,  a n d  p e o p l e  l i v i n g  a t  t h e  
s u b s i s t e n c e  l e v e l  a s  t h e y  d i d  5 , 0 0 0  y e a r s  a g o .  T o  k n o w  A f r i c a ,  o n e  m u s t  h a v e  a  
d i r e c t  e x p o s u r e .  
•  •  •  
T h i s  w i l l  b e  m y  l a s t  l e t t e r  f r o m  G h a n a .  I  a m  a t  a  r e s o r t  k n o w n  a s  B i e r w a  B e a c h ,  
w h i c h  i s  o p e r a t e d  b y  t h e  G e r m a n  V o l u n t e e r s  a s  a  r e s t  s t o p  b e t w e e n  G h a n a  a n d  t h e  
I v o r y  C o a s t  o n  t h e  W e s t  A f r i k a  H i g h w a y .  L o c a t e d  f i f t e e n  m i l e s  f r o m  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  
C a p e  C o a s t ,  i t  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  s c e n i c  a r e a s  i n  A f r i c a .  I  a m  s i t t i n g  u n d e r  a  r o y a l  
p a l m  t r e e  o n  a  w h i t e  s a n d  b e a c h ,  w h i c h  i s  i n  a  c r e s c e n t - s h a p e d  c o v e .  A l l  a r o u n d  m e  
a r e  f i s h e r m e n  i n  t h e i r  o c e a n  c a n o e s  t r y i n g  t o  m a s t e r  t h e  i n c o m i n g  w h i t e - c a p p e d  s u r f  
o f  t h e  G u l f  o f  G u i n e a .  T h e  u n d e r t o w  i s  t o o  g r e a t  t o  p e r m i t  s w i m m i n g ,  b u t  t h e  b e a c h  i s  
c l e a n .  M o s t  G h a n i a n  b e a c h e s  a r e  u s e d  a s  t o i l e t s ,  b u t  t h e  G e r m a n s  a n d  t h e i r  l a r g e  
A l s a t i a n  d o g s  a r e  e f f i c i e n t  i n  k e e p i n g  t h e  " n a t i v e s "  f r o m  u s i n g  t h i s  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  
b e a c h .  T h e  b e a c h  r e s t a u r a n t  h a s  a  n a t i o n a l  r e p u t a t i o n  f o r  i t s  G e r m a n  c u i s i n e  a n d  
b e e r .  I  a m  g l a d  t o  h a v e  t h i s  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  f u - f u ,  k i n k a y ,  k o m t u m e r a y ,  s t i n k f i s h .  a n d  
p a l m - n u t  s t e w  .  
Y o u n g  g i r l s  a n d  o l d  w o m e n  a r e  b a l a n c i n g  l a r g e  b a s k e t s  f u l l  o f  f i s h  o n  t h e i r  h e a d s .  
A  c r o w d  o f  c h i l d r e n  h a v e  s u r r o u n d e d  m e ,  a t t r a c t e d  b y  m y  t y p e w r i t e r .  P e r h a p s  t h e y  
h a v e  n e v e r  s e e n  o n e  o r  h a v e  n e v e r  s e e n  a  " p e r s o n  o f  c o l o r "  u s i n g  o n e .  S o m e  t r y  t o  
s e l l  m e  l o b s t e r s  a n d  b l u e  c r a b - e a c h  c o s t i n g  o n l y  t h e  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  t e n  A m e r i c a n  
c e n t s .  A d o l f  t h e  A l s a t i a n  b a r k s  a t  a n d  d i s p e r s e s  t h e m .  
I n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a n d  d a n g e r s ,  m y  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  G h a n a  h a s  
b e e n  p o s i t i v e ,  a n d  I  h a v e  a c c o m p l i s h e d  a l l  I  m e a n t  t o :  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  f u n c t i o n i n g  C h i l d  
D e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  A s s e s s m e n t  U n i t ,  e s t a b l i s h i n g  b o t h  t h e  B . E d .  a n d  t h e  M . A .  d e g r e e  
p r o g a m s  i n  S p e c i a l / E x c e p t i o n a l  E d u a t i o n ,  c o m p l e t i n g  m y  r e s e a r c h  i n t o  t h e  r a c i a l  
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  a n d  r a c i a l  p r e f e r e n c e s  o f  G h a n i a n  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  f o r m i n g  w o n d e r f u l  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  a  w i d e  a r r a y  o f  G h a n a i a n s  a n d  e x p a t r i a t e s .  P e r h a p s  m y  m o s t  
m e m o r a b l e  a n d  m o v i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  o c c u r r e d  w h e n  a  c o m m i t t e e  o f  s t u d e n t s  m e t  w i t h  
t h e  V i c e - c h a n c e l l o r  ( t h e  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  a n  A m e r i c a n  u n i v e r s i t y  p r e s i d e n t )  t o  d e m a n d  
t h a t  i m m e d i a t e  n e g o t i a t i o n s  b e  e s t a b l i s h e d  w i t h  t h e  A m e r i c a n  E m b a s s y  t o  k e e p  m e  i n  
r e s i d e n c e  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  f o r  a n o t h e r  y e a r .  
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